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Action Research (M1588) Project

The current independent project was developed to strengthen the Master of

Arts in Leadership and build on its effectiveness. A program evaluation was conducted
utilizing the perspectives and experiences of current leadership students. To accomplish
this, a focus group was intentionally designed to gain insights into how students
perceived the program. The resulting dialogue provided an opportunity for students to
discuss issues that mattered to them, as well as, identify challenges and opportunities

for improvement. The analysis concludes with
template for periodic program review.

a set of recommendations, including a
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LEARNING FROM LEADERSHIP STUDENTS' EXPERIENCES:

AN EVALUATION OF THE MAL PROGRAM

lntroduction
ln September }OLZ Augsburg College's graduate program for the Master of Arts

in Leadership (MAL) celebrated its 25th anniversary. This became an opportunity to
reexamine the MAL program and how it has developed. Since no formal review had

taken place in the 25 years of its existence, the time was right to conduct a thorough
analysis of the program. ln anticipation of this anniversary, an assessment started

earlier-in

Febru ary

2012-with the formation of a committee that lncluded the

director of the MAL program, Dr. Alan Tuchtenhagen; and faculty members To m
Morgan (executive director of the Center for Faith and Learning), Velma Lashbrook
(director of the Center for Teaching and Learning and assistant professor of Leadership
Studies), Diane Pike (professor of sociology), and Andy Aoki (professor of political
science). ln addition, alumni and MAL student feedback was taken into account.
The objective of the group was to conduct an evaluation, concluding with

a

formal document called the MAL Program Review in July 3L,20]^2 and a revised copy of
the recommendations section in October 1L, 2OL2. Some of the committee's
suggestions included increasing the focus on students' needs and goals in the MAL

curriculum, updating the Leadership Development Model with applicable content and
Ianguage for emerginB leadership issues, and bringing community engagement into the
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curriculum. lt also involved reducing the number of courses that are offered each

trimester and restructuring and combining certain courses with similar learning
objectives (Master of Arts in Leadership Program Review, Aoki, Lashbrook, Pike, Morgan
& Tuchtenhagen, 2Ot2).
To build on the momentum of this review, graduate student Mariana Gallo

Llorente developed an independent project called Learning from Leadership Students'
Experiences. The project's main purpose was

to evaluate the MAL program. Gallo

Llorente used a firsthand approach to gather current MAL students' perspectives and
insights. Throughout the evaluation process students thought of new ideas and

reconfirmed some that were already being implemented as part of the improvement

effort stimulated by the program review document. This direct approach offered
students a new channel of communication that allowed them to express what mattered
to them, thereby giving a voice to their experiences. At the same time, the program
benefited by gaining deeper understanding of its students.

The Process

ln regard to the authorization for developing the project, there was no need to
ask

for approval from the lnstitutional Review Board (lRB). lnstead,

IRB

chair Dawn

Ludwig considered the project a "program evaluation activity." This meant that it did

not imply or indicate any risks for the volunteers. Moreover, the project involved normal
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educational practices, such as individual interviews and a focus group. Yet, participants

consentto audio record the interviews was required. The development of the current
project emerged from suggestions given by Tom Morgan, the project advisor. He was
part of the program review committee and greatly contributed to this topic selection
and its progress. Based on his experience working with the MAL program challenges for
more than a year, he was aware of questions that still needed to be addressed. McLean
(2006) states that having an advisor who is well respected in the organization helps
mentees with projects so that they would be regarded as worth considering. Morgan is
a respected professor at Augsburg College and his insights are valued by the MAL

program; therefore, the outcome of this project will be to add value and provide
suggestions for the program's enhancement. To get started with the idea, Gallo Llorente
scheduled several meetings with members of the MAL program. The meetings served as
an important point of departure to hear from the MAL staff regarding issues they

wanted to explore and knowledge they wanted to gain relevant to current MAL
students.
As a current student in the MAL program, the project facilitator's advantages of

playing an internal consultant role were the following: familiarity with the institution
and its work, direct connection with the institution, strong and positive relationships

with MAL stafl preparation in handing confidential information, and accountability for
the project's results. ln spite of these advantages, the internal consultant role carried
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the possibility of unconscious biases. For example, whenever Gallo Llorente was getting
too involved or bringing personal experiences into the conversation, she intentionally
separated her thoughts from that of the other students. However, at times it was

difficult to be completely neutral. On one ortwo occasions some participants didn't give
a

full explanation of theirthoughts or completed their ideas, so the facilitator offered

sentence completion words, but she was careful notto affectthe integrity of the results.

ln preparation for the focus Broup, she interviewed three individual students in an effort

to test how well the questions were worded and structured.
The main purpose of this project was to contribute to strengthen ing the MAL

program and building on its effectiveness, ln order to achieve this purpose, the project
strived to:

o

lncrease the understanding of how the MAL program has developed; and

.

Search for common ideas and experiences among current MAL students.

ln addition to providing several benefits to the MAL program, the project also
helped to fosterthe professional skills of the researcher. For instance, shewas ableto
practice framing and testing questions by conducting three individual interviews. The

project Bave her experience being a moderator of a focus group and helped her develop
a sense of self (self-awareness, self-confidence and self-esteem) on a major

independent study. Additionally, she learned to use the focus group as a way to see if

important newtopics emerged or if the current course of action of the MAL program
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should be reinforced. Thus, she was able to suggest an action plan and
recom mendations for futu re

p

rogram eval uations.

To borrow the wording of McLean (2006), the objective of the project was "to
assess the working environment,

to identify strengths on which to build and areas

in

which change and improvement are needed" (p. 26). According to him, an evaluation

will identify and prioritize areas that have the potential for improvement

Background
As part of the final project for the MAL program, Gallo Llorente scheduled

a

meeting with Dr. Tuchtenhagen, the director of the MAL program. The meeting was to
discuss

howto contribute to the assessments of the MAL program that were atready

in

progress. "Learning from Leadership Students' Experiences: An Evaluation of the MAL

Program" project was intended to supplement the existing efforts by revealing more indepth information about the opinions and perspectives of current MAL students. By
listening to the students, Gallo Llorente was able to identify new issues and challenges

and learn if there were old topics that were not addressed in the past. Some of the
themes that Dr. Tuchtenhagen was interested in exploring were as fotlows: how
students explain the MAL program to people outside Augsburg College; access to
employers' reimbursement; barriers encountered (if any) for program completion; how

to promote the MAL program in a variety of fields; and how to distinguish it from other
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graduate leadership programs. Furthermore, Dr.Tuchtenhagen was interested in how

this project was going to contribute to the changes and enhancements to the MAL
program. Consequently, one goal of the project was to provide a safe environment for

the students to speak their thoughts during a focus group, increase understanding of
their experiences, and find areas with potential for improvement. Once the project was
approved, the project facilitator was given related material (mainly researches and
reports) as a starting point so that she could review the different assessments that had
been already taking place. These comprehensive reports were treated as secondary
data; the preexisting information provided a historical context from which this project

started. The following is a summary of the reviewed material.

Prosram Review. dated 7 l3tl2l72 with its oriei nal recommendations and a revised
r Fcommpndation d ocument

from 1 al11{)fi1):

ln addition to what was mentioned in the introduction, some other

recommendations in the program review included a curriculum development process

that would ensure the continuity of a course taught by other faculty members other
than those designing it; the plan of a capstone seminar to synthesize student Iearning
across the program; the design of a syllabus template that would include the Leadership

Development Model and the college's mission statemenq the preparation of a Moodle

template to support teaching and learning uniformity; a schedule for faculty program
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development and compensation; and the need to build and sustain the leadership brand
as a whole,

for both the Center for Leadership Studies and the MAL program.

Commission on Academic Onportunities. Prosram lnformation for Pha se One - MAL:
The objective of this report isto provide a better understanding of the extent of

the college's academic programs, how academic planning is conducted, and significant
relationships that collaborate to success. The main aspects mentioned were the
acknowledgment of the diversity in the MAL's student body; the challenge of
sustainable enrollment in a highly competitive environment; the need of being "in the

mix" when it comes to prospective students' selection among different leadership
programs at the graduate level; the insufficient market research; and the continued

effort to seek out new partnerships in the region.
Commission on Academic Opoortun ities, Prosra m lnformation for P hase Two - MAL:
The report mainly provided information about the program's goals and action
plans in different criteria, like opportunities for innovation, budget, capacity and cost

considerations. Some of the topics addressed were increasing the number of students to

ten needed to open a course; identifying the potential for the Center for Leadership
Studies activities and its sustainability; difficulties in recruiting new students from

different fields of study; and recognizing the lack of a plan to recruit international
students.

I
Master's Desrees in the Twin Cities Metro como arable to or competitive with
Aussbu rH's MAL:
This was basically a list of names and websites of universities and colleges that

offer a leadership program or

a

similar orientation at the graduate level that compete

with Augsburg's MAL program. The list included eleven educational institutions with
program offerings related to the Leadership field in the Metro Area, in addition to
doctoral programs outside the Twin Cities, which means is a highly competitive
program. The relevance with this project is given by the fact that recruitment for the
MAL program can be a challenge, and how it can be addressed according to students'
perspective

2009 MAL AIu

ni Survev and Recommend

ions

to MAL Advisorv Committee and MAL

Alumni Board:
The survey provided an overview of what experiences were significant for alumni

while being enrolled in the program, and those aspects that still needed further
consideration in planning for future changes, which helped the current project in
outlining some essential questions. This study was intended to draw on alumni's
perceptions and suggestions regarding the MAL program and alumni activities. lt helped

identify alumni's most valuable experiences and how the program helped them be
better leaders in the community, and ideas for improvement. lt also acknowledged the
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alumni's interest in staying connected to activities related to the leadership field and

with former classmates by using social media tools like Linkedln

Other relevant studies that were not directly related to the MAL program were:
Prioritization of Recommendations bv

Pe rforma

Hieher Education (at the Graduate

levell:
The report was intended to bring forward short, mid and Iong-term

recommendations to the college's functioning and processes and overall strategies for
graduate programs enhancement. lt was helpful to see what types of efforts needed to
be implemented according to each time frame. Some of the findings in the short-term

were establish an "Adult & Graduate Student Action Team" with representation from all
student service areas to document standardized processes and deal with ongoing
student issues, and create a strategic enrollment management plan; in the mid-term,
conduct market research to influence recruitment of new students and the
development of programmatic offerings; and in the long term, specify an annual
percentage of revenue that will be reinvested into those areas to fuel additional growth
and development, and connect with community colleges as a facility resource and
recru itment possi

bi

Iities.

1_0

The best (and worst ) of recruitment communicatio ns - 2012 Edition:
This study addressed the need for colleges

to customize new students outreach

methods. For example, using real staff emails to answer individual questions instead of
automatic replies with a general template; using media to reach out to prospectlve
students focusing on relevant admission information; replying in a timely manner; not

bombarding prospective students with emails; and taking a conversational approach
instead of a unidirectional one to help students in their decision-making process. The

study's application to the current project was given by providing the steps and
procedures colleges need to follow in order to succeed in the recruitment process,

a

significant theme during the focus group.
Market Research R eport-CREDO-Janua rv 2012 (Traditional. Gradu ate and Adult
Students):
This was a large-range study

that included surveys and focus groups. At the

graduate level, its findings revealed that more than half (57.4%l of the participants
considered the program offering as the most important factor in their search process.
The study also rated how the College met graduate students' expectations in different
personal aspects. The focus Broup themes were grouped by: reasons for choosing
Augsburg; atmosphere/environment; financial aid; faculty and staff; and other benefits

of attending Augsburg. Moreover, the study revealed that 34% of current graduate
students visit college websites, and 30% talk to friends to gather information when

1L

searching for schools. According to the research, the most important factor when it
came to choosing a school was location, followed by academic strength, the number of
credits that can be transferred, time to graduate, and career placement rates after

graduation.
This research was relevant as it helped to gain a better understanding of what

were the main issues students considered at the time of choosing a graduate program,
and especially in not replicating the same type of questions and themes.
All of these documents have served as background information and contributed

to the evaluation process in regards to the review initiative for the MAL program.
Additionally, a meeting with Nancy Shaeffer, from the Graduate Admissions Office, took
place in mid-March to get her perspective on what relevant questions to ask during the
focus group. A first draft questionnaire was given to Shaeffer so she could review
questions that would help reframe and create valuable information for MAL staff
members and for the current program evaluation objectives. Shaeffer also provided the

following materials for further analysis and to keep on refining the list of questions to
pose

to leadership students:

e

MAL Elevator Speech Discussion

.

Testimonialsquestions

r

MAL Positioning Statement

-

What words describe this degree?

Aug*brrg Coltrgc Ubrary

L2

Based on the work that Shaeffer had been doing, it was possible

to explore in-

depth and essential topics for further exploration. After meeting with her and receiving
her input, a more succinct list of questions was developed. During the following weeks,
it was a matter of rephrasing and modifying the questions to get to a definite list. During

the development of the entire program evaluation activity, there was an underlying
belief that efforts could be madeto stay updated and competitive, diving deeper into

the different possibilities, resources and initiatives already started, and trying to
discover new approaches to build on the MAL program's effectiveness and untapped

potential. ln sum, the main ideas of reviewing several studies and holding meetings with
MAL staff were to find new paths for exploration that would be helpful in the process of

supporting and contributing to the MAL program.

Literature Review
As mentioned before, the MAL program has potential

to be improved, but this

wi!! only happen if it stays open to feedback and is willing to learn from past
experiences, taking into consideration the aspects that have worked and those that
have not. The MAL program could benefit from being progressive and flexible. Thus, the

concept of "learning organization," which was developed by Senge in 1990, in

The

fifth

discipline, refers to the capability that organizations have to change and improve if they
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can commit to modify their current and traditional way of thinking. ln order to make
progress, it is essential to be able to adapt in today's constant changing world.

ln Organizotion Development, Gallos (2006) discusses Senge's notion of learning
orBanization, where he states, "Over the Iong run, superior performance depends on

superior learning" (p. 766). lf the MAL program is open to diversity and a variety of
ideas, it will benefit from the feedback provided and be enriched. The author explains
and gives examples of how organizations are able to survive in extended periods of

times with "their ability to run 'experiments in the margin,' to continually explore new
business and organizational opportunities that create potentlal new sources of growth"
(Gallos, 2006, p. 755). This can be related to the current program evaluation as it

intends to explore areas in which, according to the focus group participants, there is still

room for improvement in the way the MAL program is structured and delivered.
Furthermore, Gallos emphasizes that we live in a period during which, more than ever,

there is a compelling need to understand and advance how organizations learn. This
program evaluation contributes to the program's development and learning process by
providing detailed information about students' needs, experiences, desired outcomes
and suggestions. Therefore, by exploring issues that concern students, the MAL program
can discover different approaches on how to use its unexplored resources, such as

community outreach, partnerships with local businesses, and trainings for small
organizations. ln addition, Gallos also suggests that in our gradually interdependent and

1,4

dynamic world it is impossible for just one single person to "figure it all out at the top,"

therefore a more integrated way of thinking and acting at all levels of an organization
becomes essentia!. The program evaluation applies that principle by introducing new

topics that were relevant and important to current MAL students, thus giving voice to
th em.

Listening to students is a way to involve them in future decision-making and
increase their influence on how the program is planned and structured. According to
Gallos (2006), in order to become a learning organization, there are two aspects to

practice-generative learning and adaptive learning. Generative learning refers to the
fact that leading organizations have a deep desire to learn, to enlarge their competence,
and to add value. This idea implies new ways of looking at the world

-precisely what

students would be bringing to the program. On the other hand, adaptive learning refers

to the need to be flexible and respond more effectively to change, like a coping
mechanism. Hence, it is important for the MAL program to address student demands

more proactively as a means of incorporating both types of learning.
Moreover, we can relate these ideas to the concept of "system thinking," which
implies looking at interconnectedness and interrelationships-that is to say, paying

attention to details and the big picture, not looking at the tree orthe forest, but looking
at both the tree andthe forest (McLean, 2006). For an organization to be complete, it
needs

to be both generative and adaptive. Yet, in current society most organizations
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tend to be only adaptive, failing to be generative and thus, limiting creativity and the
possibilities for expansion. Additionally, Gallos (2006) suggests that successful leaders in
learning organizations focus less on short-term changes and more on long-term ones,

which enables them to see circumstances as ongoing processes, instead of snapshots or
isolated events. "sometimes the most difficult leadership acts are to refrain from
intervening through popular quick fixes and to keep the pressure on everyone to

identify more enduring solutions" (p. 7SZ). Hence, students' feedback should be taken
into account as part of a bigger context or framework in order to look for
i

ntercon nected solutions.

Furthermore, Mclean (2006) also concurs with Senge's concepts and applies

them in his book Organization Development. He builds on the critical notion that leaders
must use system thinking in order to succeed. This worldview implies that everything is
connected to some kind of network or system and that nothing is really isolated;

therefore, there is no independence, and effortsto modifyor improve one part of the
system may result in sub-optimizing another. One of the objectives of this research

project is to avoid obvious solutions that do more harm than good; in McLean's words,
this would be called "tampering." The attempt to change a system without
understanding its implications or its effects may result in making things worse according

to the author.
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Gallos states that while other thinkers regard short term solutions as ineffective,

these solutions can be successful if guided in the right direction. He states that "system
thinking also shows that small, well-focused actions can produce significant, enduring
improvements, if they are in the right place" (Gallos, 2006, p.782). This idea also
emphasizes focusing on areas of high leverage, where a change would lead to a relevant

improvement with a minimum of effort (Gallos, 2006). Thus, after an assessment

is

conducted and the right diagnosis is reached, it becomes much easier to address key
issues and plan an appropriate course of action without implying the entire

restructuringor rearranging of the system. So if the MAL program commits to becoming
a "learning organization," this will mean that it is on the path toward enhanced capacity

to learn, adapt and change (Mclean, 2006). For example, some characteristics of
Iearning organizations can be described as follows
Embraces change; encourages managers to be coaches, mentors and facilitators
of learning; has a culture of feedback and disclosure; has a holistic and systemic
view of the organization and its systems, processes, and relationships; has
shared organization-wide vision, purpose, and values; has systems for sharing
learning and using it in the business; provides frequent opportunities to learn
from experience; spreads trust throughout the organization; strives for
continuous improvement, views the unexpected as an opportunity to learn. (as
cited in Marquardt & Reynolds, 1994, p. 23)

Furthermore, Mclean adds that failures are also opportunities to Iearn and find
new ways to deal with situations, instead of blaming others. Any truly progressive

organization that wishes to thrive does not need to wait until it is in the midst of

L7

problems or difficulties. It can certainly take a proactive attitude toward building on lts
strengths and effectiveness, or as Mclean states, to look for "continuous improvement"
(p. 20). As lifelong Iearners it is essential to acknowledge that this becomes an ongoing
process, not a fixed or static moment. When an evaluation is conducted, its results

should not be a matter of just fixing some minor details. lnstead, the MAL program can
use all its available resources and efforts

to keep on redefining itself toward offering a

superior quality program with academic excellence at a graduate studies level. Each
assessment provides an opportunity to build on what went right and identify what can

still be improved.
Although the "continuous improvement" perspective is discarded by Schaeffer
and Thompson (1992) for not providing a set of concrete or specific outcomes, the

intent

is

to determine that there

is always room

for making progress, evolving, and

creating a proper mindset that can fuel an enhancement process over an extended
period of time. However, some authors are skeptical about the "continuous

improvement" approach, arguing that it

is

just

a

fad or buzzword that makes no

signlficant contributions. According to Schaeffer and Thompson, "This 'rain dance' is the
ardent pursuit of activities that sound good, look good, and allow managers to feel

good-but in fact contribute Iittle or nothing to bottom-line performance" (p.80). The
authors believe that vague notions such as "total quality" or "continuous improvement"
are activities that are not directed toward delivering tangible results (Schaeffer &
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Thompson, L992). Nevertheless, "continuous improvement" suggests that striving for
improvement should be considered a journey, not an end point.

Methodology
Gallo Llorente chose a qualitative approach for her research study. The objective
was to collect firsthand current MAL students' perspectives. For this project a group of

eight students was invited to have a conversation in a focus group setting about topics
concerning the MAL program. As a way of testing the questions three individual

interviews were held before the focus group was conducted. The steps and procedures
are described below.
First, the drafting of the questions took place. lt was necessary

to bear in mind

the project objective, the overall purpose and what the questions were intended to
collect. This was later presented to the advisor so that he could help in identifying the

most relevant ones and shortening the extended !ist. Then, meetings with MAL staff
members were held. The first one was with the MAL program director, Dr.
Tuchtenhagen, followed by an interview with Ms. Shaeffer, the admissions officer.
During those meetings they gave abundant feedback on the initial draft of questions.
They outlined their interests as regard the scope of the project and how it could

contribute to their improvement efforts. ln addition, Dr. Tuchtenhagen provided
comprehensive studies and researches that helped in understanding what efforts have
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been made so far. Afterwards, another meeting was held with the project's advisor to

thoroughly revise the questioning strategy, that is, the revised list of questions that
would be used during the interviews and focus group. The constant reframing and
editing of questions was a crucial step in the process. lf they had not been polished and
reformulated as they were, they would not have been useful for the program
evaluation. The sequence of the questions was also importanttotake into account, as
finding the right place in which they would naturally flow from one to another made the
questioning strategy make more sense overall. By this means, the order of inquiry
progressed logically from general and broad questions to more specific ones. A wellplanned and structured questioning strategy was developed by using introductory,

transition, key, and ending questions. Carefu! attention to the wording and phrasing
made the questions clear, concise, and understandable for everybody. Only open-ended
questions that would allow participants to expand on themes were selected.
The next step was to test the questions during three individual interviews and

determined if any of the questions needed to be modified or adjusted before the focus
8roup. The questions were tested with people who were not taking part in the focus
group. Even though the interviews aimed at testing the questions for the focus group,

the one-on-one interaction did not stimulate as much dialogue as intended, in spite of
consisting of open-ended questions. Some answers were not focused on the specific

questions asked, so it was very helpful to have follow-up questions to stimulate further
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elaboration. As a result of conductingthe interviews, some of the questions in the
questioning strategy were once more refined to ensure they were properly addressing

the program's evaluation objectives and appropriately worded for the audience. Also,

a

final rearrangement was done taking into account the structure and logical order that

a

focus group should follow. Moreover, questions were added in case some of them did

not generate much discussion, or were not answered as specifically as anticipated. The
interviews were also useful as a way of trainingthe moderator, especially in getting
used to and comfortable with probing and checking

for understanding.

Later on, the focus group planning and setting up per se were developed. ln
regard to the recruitment of participants for the focus group, an updated list of MAL

students was provided by MAL Coordinator Patty Park. Besides sending email
invitations, students enrolled for spring trimester of 2013 were contacted in person at
Augsburg College. The students who expressed their desire to participate were

contacted on multiple occasions to inform them of the logistics of the focus group. Once

the date was getting closer, reminders were sent via email. Actually, the original date
was rescheduled to a week later due to a snow storm that made it impossible for

participants to attend. One more thing to take into account at the moment of planning
the focus Sroup was the balance between homogeneity and diversity. According to
Krueger and Casey (2009) in Focus Group: A Practical Guide for Applied Research, in

order to take part in a session participants need to share certain characteristics, but at

?t

the same time sufficient variation is required to allow contrasting opinions. For this
project students needed to be enrolled in the MAL program to fulfill the homogeneity
principle. As far as diversity, this was largely achieved given their difference in age,
gender, race, professional disciplines, and varying backgrounds, which was evident from

the socio-demographic forms they signed and the conversation that followed. ln
addition, there was no screening process that the participants needed to comply with,
as

the students who were invited to the focus group were all active in the MAL program.
As mentioned before, the number of participants involved was eight, which can

be considered a good quantity given that focus groups can range from a minimum of

four to a maximum of twelve participants. According to Krueger and Casey (2009), the
group should be big enough to deliver a variety of perceptions, but not too ample
because otherwise not everybody would have the chance to share their opinions. The

focus group was held in Lindell 301-, a meeting room at Augsburg College, a comfortable
place for participants to gather and have a relaxed conversation. lt was also a place

where people's opinions, feelings, and experiences were shared in a nonjudgmental
environment. The session started with the participants signing the consent form for
being volunteers, and having pizza and lemonade. By providing food and beverages to

participants, this tried to make them feel at ease during the session. An introduction

with the main goals proceeded and a brief explanation of the focus group ground rules

22

was also given. Then the moderator provided a short icebreaker activity and a brief
socio-demographic table to complete before starting with the questions.
AII

the participants proved to be engaged and interested in providing their

opinions and enriching the discussion. There was a balance of voices and authority in

the session, with an overall respectful atmosphere; there were no power differences

as

everybody was perceived as equals or peers, given that most of the participants have
been classmates at some point of the program. As far as the quality of participants'
responses, they were well-informed and knowledgeable students because they had

been in the MAL program for a long time. Six out of eight participants had taken nine or

more courses from a total of eleven, and two of them were halfway in the program,
havingtaken between five and eight courses. Hence, we can assumethat participants
offered sound and legitimate feedback
During the focus group students' responses were recorded and Iater transcribed
so

that they could be carefully analyzed to further clarify their insights. Once the focus

group was transcribed, the exhaustive analysis phase began. This step involved selecting
and clustering the most relevant and critical topics that appeared in the discussion into

coherent themes. In some cases, there was a need to break down major themes into
smaller categories. The program evaluation explored, described and analyzed ways in
which current students' perspectives can help identify issues that would contribute to

the continuous improvement and overall enhancement of the MAL program. These
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underlying themes raised by participants shed light on what characteristics needed to
be listened to in further detail and what mattered to them. Bythis means, the focus

group proved to be an effective way of conducting an assessment of the MAL program.
A set of recommendations were made to the MAL staff based on what was learned from

the focus group.
The uniqueness of the current independent project was that an MAL student
acted as an internal consultant and was able to recruit leadership students to conduct

a

focus group. Being both a student and a researcher could have provided an opportunity

for researcher bias. Consequently, the questioning strategy was thoroughly reviewed
and revised with different members of the MAL staff and especially with the project's
advisor, and during the focus group the moderator strictly followed the questions that
had been designed specifically for the session. However, in facilitating dialogue some
challenges emerged. lt was essential to be aware of when to pause or probe, when to

allow the conversation to flow, and when to bring participants back to the main topic.
The reason this focus Broup approach proved effective was that it provided a safe

atmosphere for students to share their insights and express their ideas. They were able

to generate

a

fruitful conversation out of

a structured and predetermined sequence

of

questions. A main advantage of conducting a focus group is that it encourages people to

participate in open discussions and give their feedback. As experienced researchers
emphasize, "The intent of focus Broup is not to infer, but to understand, not to
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generalize, but to determine the rarge, and not to make statements about the

population, but to provide insights about how people perceive a situation" (Krueger &
Casey, 2009, p.66).

Another key advantage of this approach is that the open-ended type of question,
in which there is no right or wrong answer, encourages participants to freely express

their opinions. Without doubt, the most important reason to use the focus group model
is explained by Krueger and Casey (2009), "[AnotherJ point where a focus group can also

be helpful is after a product is on the market or a program is up and running. They can
be used for evaluation. How can a program be improved? Does it achieve the expected
results? What works well and what doesn't?" (p.9). Even when the scope of using this

method may seem to be limited, it can still allow the surfacing of valuable and useful

information for decision-makers' further attention.

Focus Group Analysis
The focus group session on the MAL program took place on April 25tn, 2013 at

Augsburg College. Eight current students in the MAL program participated in the focus

group. Generally speaking, there was a mix of attitudes ranging from those who were
very supportive and positive about the program, to those who were more critical and
skeptical about it.
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To preserve anonymity when citing quotations from the participants who

attended the focus group, a number was assigned to replace their names.
As mentioned in the Methodology chapter, in order to create a solid and well-

structured questioning strategy, Krueger and Casey's (2009) suggestions were taken into
account. ln Focus group: a practical guide for applied research,the authors state that
researchers should generate a logical sequence when they frame their questions, that is

to say, go from general questions to more specific ones. Also, they advise that a specific
order is followed throughout the activity: introductory, transition, key, and ending
questions. According to Krueger and Casey (2009), the standard number of inquiries for
a focus group can range

from 1"0 to 14. ln this particular

asked was LL, in addition

case,

the number of questions

to carrying out two extra activities, the "lmagination question"

and the "Listing activity" at the end of the focus group. (For a complete list of questions

used, see the Appendix.)
The initial part of the analysis was to identify and classify the main issues and
challenges that participants mentioned during the focus group session. These issues

were grouped or clustered into themes, and some of them were broken down into
smaller Ievels or units of analyses. By this means, the topics that surfaced as most
relevant and significant for the participants were described and thoroughly analyzed.
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Themes

1)

Program completion
Program completion was a central theme that kept on appearing in different

moments of the focus group, especially as participants spoke of their desire for a more
structured way of completing the program, and having more of a support group similar

to the experience in the classroom setting. In several cases there was concern or worry
expressed in regards to the participants' feelings of impossibility in finishing their

Master's degree:

- lt's hard, now it's all on yourself to go to get it done, which is fine, but you can
get so distracted, so easily. Roughly I had that class [Colloquium]... lf I hadn't
taken this class, I wouldn't be doing plan B. I was going to do Plan C, the test out.
- l'm still wondering if I shouldn't have done that.
- Me too. (Participants #4,#2, and #3)
Out of all the completion options, the Plan C option appeared to be the most

attractive and appealing alternative for half of the participants, given that it is designed
in a Comprehensive Exam Seminar format that allows students to go through the course
work, finish all assignments and exams that satisfy the program requirements, and be
done with the MAL program after the course is passed.
The participants acknowledged that the difficulty in completing their Plan A or
Plan B options were closely related to the low graduation rates (this included students

who finished their required coursework but still had to do a completion option) and that
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the MAL program was already addressing this issue in order to modify it. Some
participants were aware of the completion class, lntegrating the Theory and Practice of
Responsible Leadership (although they didn't know its name), that it is being offered as
a unique, one-time course for students who had completed their required coursework

but had not finished the program with the completion options available. Out of the
approximately 50 people who were invited to take the completion class in order to be
done with the MAL program, 20 of them took advantage of this opportunity. For
instance, some participants said:
They went and found people who finished the program but didn't do their
theses or their final whatever, and so they put together a class just for those
people to get them back on track, so they can get it done.
- Can I do it? (Joking).
- And it's the last class, and then you do a project at the end, and then you're
done. (Participants #2.,#3, and #1)

-

According to one of the participants, although she was not being serious about

it, even being part of this class completion appeared to be a more temptingoption than
the ones currently available for her. Throughout the different parts of the focus group,
the program completion theme appeared together with other aspects which were
considered closely related to it. Accordingly, the following subthemes or subcategories

relevant to the centra! theme were defined and included.
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Kev elemen

of non-completine the MAL prosram

As one of the participants mentioned, the Research Methods class doesn't

prepare students to write a thesis, in spite of getting the highest possible grade. He
perceived that the course content was nothing close to what was required to write

a

thesis, and as a result of lacklng the appropriate tools and knowledge, he ended up

putting off his thesis (Plan A option) and couldn't complete his degree as planned. As
can be seen in the following example:
(...) I took Research Methods, got an A on the class... didn't prepare me to write a
theses, not even close. Not even close... Run out of gas, and then it's easy to
start making excuses 'l'm going to start working on this next month, I got this
business project going on... (...) I was going to do a thesis. And I backlogged away

from the whole program. And that's after completing all my work. (Participant
#21

The participant didn't feel that he was well-prepared or ready to write a thesis

after taking the Research Methods class. His comment implied that what this course
provides is a different set of skills, tools, and knowledge than those required for writing
a major paper as a thesis
On a related note, one of the participants mentioned the need for designing
courses

to be more connected to each other

so

that it would allow students to be better

prepared when it comes to writing their thesis or major papers for the Plan B option. As
he stated, "You can't do (as you've said) Research Methods and when you are ready to
do your Plan A, you're like 'l don't really know where l'm going to go with this'. There's
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no real connectivity. I think that's one of the things that needs to be re-restructured"
(Participant #7).
This quote suggests the need

to have courses which are more interrelated,

which would allow students to navigate more efficiently from one to another, or in this
case, from one course

to a thesis. This was perceived

as a desire

for more consistency

that would enable students a smoother transition after taking the Research Methods
class and

the moment in which they start to write their major papers for program

completion. That is, some students feel they lack the appropriate resources to handle

the challenges that the final part of the MAL program entails.

Need

for

m re coachine

As participants found it very hard to complete assignments and coursework on

time all by themselves, they agreed that having more coaching and support from faculty
in a classroom settingtowardsthe end of the MAL program would be helpful in making
progress, and even in its completion. Participants showed concern for the lack of
coaching, and agreed that it would be a good idea to create a group of people who are

working on their Plan B paper, and discuss topics and dialogue things through with peers
instead of working individually, given that "humans are social beings and they like that"
(Participant #2). The following quote expands on this idea:
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You get to a certain point, and there needs to be a little more organization, and
little bit more 'l'm part of something'. You get to that point and it's like 'go off
and do your own thing.' Your sense of belonging, I like to come back to meet
with [advisor], I took the 580 class, it was so nice to be back, in a group of crazy

a

people (laughs). l'm doing the plan B paper, and l'm suffering like hell. I get class
room work... (Participant #2).
The desire for more coaching not only arose when participants were talking

about not getting their thesis done or their Plan B paper (as an independent project),

but also when they needed to complete their final assignment for the Colloquium class
(Contemporary Theories of Leadership) once it was over. Finishing the required paper

for the Colloquium was considered a huge burden after the course ended, precisely
because participants said that they lost the support from the class setting (and all that

the it brings together, like structure, schedule, deadlines, motivation, and enthusiasm
from peers and professors, among other things). As time goes by, it becomes even
harder to get it done, up to the point that a participant recognized he couldn't make any
progress after the last class was over. As he mentioned, "lt's the dead truth. l'm still

finishing my paper from that class [Colloquium]. And from that ctass, I haven't worked
one hour on that paper, so when you get out of it, I was just..." (Participant #4). His view
was reinforced in the following exchange between two participants:

And if you just didn't push yourself, push yourself to get it done, it would be
very hard to finish afterwards. He can still finish his paper now. [Once the class
overl
- Doesn't he need to finish it by the end of the semester?
- Well, no. (Participants #L and #6)

-

is
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Ab sence or decreasin s structure toward the end of the MAL nrosram

Some participants acknowledged that the structure of the MAL program
decreases toward the end, something which doesn't seem

used

to satisfy them,

-and apparently, more comfortable- to a more planned

as

they were

way of making progress,

as can be seen in the following comments:

-

Yes, I agree. There's no structure and

it depends when you take things, what

are you taking...
You really are on your own! For figuring out your...
lt's too open.
At the end, it really is.
Towards the end is too open, and at the beginning it's so much structured.
And then, there's so much.... questions... (Participants #4, #1 and #2)

-

These comments lead us to the idea that too much flexibility is perceived as

a

problem, and participants recognized that they would like to see more of a system or
structure that would stil! bring them together towards the end of the program, instead
of being all by themselves (especially when writing major papers)
However, during the focus group the current subtheme on the declining or lack

of structure has also raised the discussion about having a flexible schedule vs. a cohort
model. According to one participant, the biggest difference between the MAL and MBA
(we can assume as regards to class structure) is that students can take a class with

different people in the MAL (that is, in

a

flexible structure), while in the MBA, students

start a class and take the entire program with the sameT or

1-2

people for 2 years (in

a
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cohort model). Another participant made a point about the advantage of doing cohorts
is

that the MBA gets everybody to finish on time, and that's why the MAL program will

start doing it. Still, meeting different people in the MAL was positively perceived, and as
a

downsideof the MBA (with a cohort model) one participant mentioned, "And soyou

finally meet like 8 people in 2 years... it's a long time" (Participant #4). Hence, getting to
know and interact with a mixed group of students was perceived as a plus in the flexible
schedule that the MAL provides.

Loeistics: timi nq. sequencins and scheduline of courses

The overlapping or simultaneity of elective courses with the Comprehensive
Exam Seminar (Plan C option) was seen as a concern or problem for two participants. ln

the first case, one shared that it was easy to get backlogged. She was going to take the
Plan C, but she couldn't because she was still taking an elective course and they

overlapped for a brief period of time. Although she realized that the paperwork made

this point clear, it was then too late and she found herself in a situation in which she had
to write a Plan

B paper instead. As she

stated, "lt is just all these little details as you

progress in the program, that if you have someone to kind of work with you, a little bit.
Or even a news blast, just a reminder blast" (Participant #3). Another participant made a

point in the same direction when she said:
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originally trying to try to finish by this June, but I didn't know that it was
better to take certain classes before other classes, and that Spring blended into
Summer l, so you can'ttake Plan C if you're still doing... ldidn't knowthat! And
perhaps I didn't do my homework. But I think it would be nicer 'it's going to help
you if you take this class closer to the beginning and this class closer to the
middle or the end or where you have to. Make sure that you think about the fact
that if you are doing Plan C, you need to have this and this completed by this
time.' And then, you can always, of course, feel free not to...
- And also how classes fall.
- Yes. (Participants #5, #5 and #3)

-

I was

These quotes shed light on how the different aspects of the MAL program are

interconnected with one another (course offerings, the need of more advising or
coaching, and the Comprehensive Exam Seminar course scheduling, especially).
Participants expected more coordination both as a whole and in the MAL programs'
details or specificities, so that it would enable them to complete the program in a timely

manner and with the completion option that they wanted to take. According to some
participants, the timing and sequencing of the courses wasn't helpful for their program
completion. Therefore, the main point that surfaced was the need for the right courses

to be offered at the right time.
ln addition, one of the participants felt that there wasn't enough clarity as far as

what courses to take and when was right time to take them in order to be fully prepared
to write her thesis. She appeared to be confused and raised concerns in regards to the
moment in which it was most convenient to register for the Research Methods class.
According to her, "5o did you do your Research Methods as the very last before...? OK,

I
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thought you were supposed to do these two classes that were supposed to help you
work on your thesis... As far as taking Research Methods and then, I thought Alan told
me there are two classes you take afterwards that are just kind of help you get through
doing your paper" (Participant #6).

Moreover, the course scheduling was perceived as outdated by some
participants, affecting students' opportunities and options of taking certain courses, and

therefore, affecting program completion and graduation. For instance:

-Can they do something about scheduling? 'Cause I feel the scheduling is a
little... '98. They can make it up to date. Because if you can only do Plan C once
year, that doesn't make any sense. [There'sJ a Iot of people who can benefit
from this...

-

Yeah...

Well, plan it out... That's a very good point.
Moderator: - You mean class offerings?
- Class offerings and the scheduling of them. (Participant s #7 , #3 and #2)

Hence, the limited options of taking the Comprehensive Exam Seminar (Plan

C)

became a recurrent issue. There was an agreement on the need for more careful and

better planned course scheduling, that is, which courses are being offered and when
those courses fall throughout the year (especially those needed for graduation).

a

3s

2) lntentional

diversity

Some participants recognized the MAL program's effort to bring more variety
and a mix of people into the classes in order to encourage deeper class discussions.
Bringing an ample spectrum of voices and perspectives in the dialogues was considered
a positive addition in the overal! of the program as can be seen in the following
com ment:

When I first joined I was the only person of color and there were no men, and
the program had a lot of nurses. And I had a hard time as it didn't' have the
depth of discussion, because it wasn't a diverse enough group. The material was
still fascinating but the dialogue wasn't inciting. (...) So that was hard at first. And
then I kind of drop out, and when I came back in, and all you BUys, and Hispanics,
so I think the program has done a good job of increasing its diversity, so it
elevated its level of discussion and dialogue, and intrigue, if you will. But lwould
Iike to see more instructors, professors of color, with diverse experiences.
(Participant #3)

Besides having a diverse mix of students, some participants agreed that they

would like to see more diversity in the faculty members that teach in the program. This
would support and promote other viewpoints other than the prevailing or dominant
ones. To clarify this idea:

-She said diversity

far as instructors, bringing some diversity, and even
though we have some great instructors it would be nice to have a mix of people.
- Yeah, we need to have more diversity. And instructorsfrom other parts of the
world. There's this whole economy that's evolving... and they're trying to make
this program to be on tune and having people from different parts of the world...
Moderator: And different backgrounds?
- Uhum (Confirming). (Participants #6 and #3)
as
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Thus, there seems

to be a great value in bringing different voices into the

program that would contribute to make it even a more diverse, multicultural, and

thought-provoking one, in which students would benefit from global experiences,
broadening their learning horizons. This could be taken into account especially when it
comes to hiring new professors given that some have recently retired or are about to

retire.
Additionally, when one participant brought up his lack of connection or affinity

with the MAL program, he appeared to be frustrated with his experience (at least at the
beginning), and even considered it a challenge. As he stated:

I'm going to pull from that being abstract and that when I first started I had the
same challenges that you had 'cause it didn't connect to where I come from,
being international, so a lot of conversations did not introduce international
perspectives. After a while I kind of understood that if I really wanted to connect
to the program, I had to go out and do my own research, and connect the
leadership program with international perspectives, because leadership and
culture, is also a topic that we don't really talk about. (Participant #7)
The participant recognized that if something was really to change, it was up to

him and how he decided to navigate through the program. He then modified the way he
was approaching certain topics and coursework so that they made more sense for him.
By

this means, he began to include multicultural perspectives related to the leadership

field that he felt were left aside.
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3)

Community engagement and development
One participant mentioned that the content of the MAL program encourages

community development and according to this she would like to see how this is actuatly
accomplished, as a way of walking the talk or practicing what it is been preached. She
stated that the program has the capacity for moving this initiative forward, of helping

out to mature the development processes and ways in which organizations could
partner. ln doing so, improving how people are going to be included in the process. As
she declared:

They [the MAL program] need to be a little bit less passive and reach out, and be
confident about being the experts (...). But there's a concept, and a process, and
models that MAL teaches (and other organizations and business do too) but they
have a unique way of doing it, with the cross section of professors, that there's
just depth and wealth of information. So then, why not, actually go, and help the
city of St. Paul deal with dadadada... Go and help ACMC 'cause they have a high
turnover in their first 6 months, and they turn people over, address that... And
be sort of a funding source, not where they make a whole lot of money of it. But
where they become... sort of elevate their role... And when I come here as I
student, lcan actually be involved in that. Maybe lcan do... Be one of the
researchers of the project, ordependingon myskill set and my interests, be a
trainer, or whatever, a convener, so that lt changes the experiences and gets into
more depth. And really elevates the role that the MAL has and the community.
It's just passive, education to me is so passive... (participant #3)

This quote suggests that the participant recognizes that Augsburg has a lot

of

potential to expand its range of influence in the community, help organizations to solve
problems and improve the way they work. By extending its involvement, the MAL
program would not only be elevating its role and becoming a more active member of

38

the community (as a contributor to different organizations' development, among other
ways), but also in alignment with and honoring Augsburg's mission statement, given

that "Augsburg College educates students to be informed citizens, thoughtful stewards,
and responsible leaders. The Augsburg experience is supported by an engaged

community that is committed to intentional diversity in its life and work" (The Augsburg
Mission, Augsburg.edu, 20L3).

Therefore, by reaching out and partnering with other organizations, the MAL
program could stretch its current possibilities beyond weekend classes, and gain more

visibility by contributing to the community's progress. Although it was barely mentioned
how the idea would be achieved, the participant didn't expect it to become a way of

obtaining large revenues. lnstead, she made a point in suggesting that community
outreach could bring opportunities for students to get involved in projects that require
some research or practical application, and at the same time, help organizations.

ln a similar vein, another participant stated that small and entrepreneurial
companies are the ones who struggle the most to get any type of training for their
employees because they can't afford it. So he thought that the MAL program could offer
some kind of training or weekend classes to these companies. By reaching out and
dialoguing on the needs of businesses now and what they will be needing over the next
5 years, the MAL program would be helping to strengthen its bond with the community.
He even mentioned the idea of partnering with the Chamber of Commerce:
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the University of Minnesota, and ask for programs (big
businesses do that), but Augsburg could just become a member, or they
probably are a member of the Chamber of Commerce. But when was the last
time they been doing a meeting and said "OK, business owners in the room
('cause most of them are from the medium and smaller guys) what are you going
to need in the next 3, 5 years? what do you need now?" (Participant #z)
So businesses go to

Although the MAL has already reached out to the Chamber of Commerce in
Minneapolis and St. Pau! as well as other regional ones (with different levels of success
in regards to partnering), participant #2 acknowledged that the MAL program has the
capacity and competence needed in order to expand its sphere of influence and impact

the community positively, beyond its current academic possibilities. According to this
viewpoint, the MAL program would be delivering to the community its know-how and
expertise by providing leadership training and thereby address the needs of small and
medium-size types of organizations and businesses.

4)

Promoting & Recruitment
ts

With regard to recruitment options, generally speaking participants thought that
it would be a good idea to market the MAL program by nurturing or starting a feeder
pro8ram at the undergraduate level. This could attract students who are about to
graduate and haven't made up their minds about what next step they would like to take
in their careers. As a way of making a case:
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You put it in the minds and the lips, and have the conversation and sort of
engage their undergrads regarding its benefits. And also maybe do more
marketing and communication to your larger organizations and business and
corporations about the added value of this degree. (Participant #2)

One participant mentioned that she would encourage her son to do the MAL

program as she believed it is going to prepare and elevate his thinking, and another one
said that she already encouraged her son to take it. Also, recruitment could be done by

getting Alums involved. As one participant stated:
You [the MAL program] could find AIums... Once I have this degree l'd Iove to
to people like Wells Fargo and why they should to send people here.
They should market.
- (...) They don't market for recruiting...
- (...) And career appealing. (Participants #2, #L, #71

-

go to talk

Another example in the same direction:

-

The challenge is that it's a business.

-Yeah.

And the other challenge is that there's more capacity than there is people
buying or customers. lf you want to break it down to the basic level, we are
customers, this is a business.
- Right.
- And they need to attract more customers, and there's Hamline struggling a
little bit. They are all... unless you are the University of MN that gets a lot of
money from the state to subsidize that tuition; it's a tough gig to teach people....
And teaching has economic sickness. (Participants #2, #4, #7)

-

This last comment suggests that participants perceive the huge challenge that it
is

to recruit prospective students for the MAL program, and the strain of finding them
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given the great competitiveness that exists in the Metro Area. One of the main ideas

with which participants agreed was putting more efforts in bringing undergrad students
who completed their degree from Augsburg into the MAL program, and encourage

a

feeder program.

The MAL as a wav o f havine more tools
Some participants felt that the program was creating or adding value in different
aspects of their lives; building on how they relate and interact with other people. One
specific way in which the program has made a contribution was in the variety of tools

participants said they had acquired, and how this had made them more resourceful in

different situations. Thus, they recognized that these tools are helping and improving
the way they do things. As one participant stated, "Being in my position, I think a lot of
people look to me to forward direction. So this is helping (...) but learning from all of you
guys and learning how you do something in your work is giving me more tools in my

toolbox" (Participant #8)
The following quotation emphasizes the same idea, when a participant stated,

"But personally... my desired outcome is to feel way more confident when I am in these
situations when l'm in Ieadership, which l've already gained that right now, and being
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able to rely in your toolbox and Iook [forward] to that too, to have those things ready"

(Participant #6).
Finally, another participant mentioned, "An MBA, there's nothing wrong, it's

a

great education, but an MBA more or less teaches you to think formulized (...)What if
we need to solve a problem? You're going to go home to a country with a lot of unique
problems. You're equipped to solve them, and think outside the box" (Participant #2).

A knowledge-based program

Another aspect in which the MAL program proved to be a source of adding or
creating value was by providing participants a more formal framework from where to
analyze things. This becomes especially true when it comes to the academic part or the

knowledge-based dimensions of the program. Participants perceived this as an

important aspect of the learning experience, given that it provided them with a reliable
or valid foundation to their thoughts when interacting with others, making them more
believable. For instance:
The biggest thing for me has been adding this academic piece to it, having the
knowledge-based where I think ljust spot out a random story in the past, but
now I can actually quote like Collins or (inaudible). So actually giving them
concrete evidence on the stances, and it's not that l'm going on one of [speaker's
name] tangents anymore. lt's nice to have this as a backup, and learning
everything from people around myself. That's what is makes sense for me.
(Participant #8)
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This point was reinforced by two other participants: "You know... the Collins, the
books and the readings; it just feels you have an arsenal of information that supports

you and being able to say this confidently. Really, l'm excited about that, and l've seen

that already" (Participant #6). As another example, "Well now, I can reach these
concepts about Wheatley and stacking and coral reefs, and connect it to people and
help them to move through process. lt made me a much stronger facilitator of other's

people leaderships" (Participant #3).
The readings for the different classes provided a significant contribution to the

participants'general knowledge and background information. The textbooks used
became a solid basis and participants were able to relate them to real-life experiences
and work-related issues. Participants went on to suggest that in addition to the readings
and the course content, the instructors reinforce the MAL program's status as a
knowledge-based degree. The faculty was regarded as an important component of the
Iearning community, which was well-respected for their experience and credentials. One
partici pant mentioned

:

Some of the strengths of the program, you are losing... Garry Hesser is moving
on, Dan Hanson, A place to shine, what a book! (...) oh, Norma! when lgot

off at the Grad Program at Metro State and I googled'Leadership', Norma
Noonan came up in Google for'Leadership'. (...) So the strength was, the brain
trust that was in it. The weakness, is getting ready to retire. (Participant #2)
pissed
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Another participant added, "The program was founded under her [Dr. Noonan]

pretty much, and it has some sort of carrying... carrying carriage to it. And I mean...
People will have to turnover, but the hope would be

that it continues that carriage of

con nectedness..." (Pa rtici pa nt #3 ).

The fact that the MAL program is going through a renewal process in terms

of

faculty members since some of them are retiring, was perceived bythe participants as a
huge loss for the program. This was especially the case with professors who were
considered as having great academic careers and teaching expertise, and from what was
" perceived in

the conversation, they would be hard to replace

Also, in doing research one participant recognized that he was stretching himself
away from his comfort zone in orderto stay in tune or updated in today's world.
"Staying current, and what Augsburg forces me to do, is getting out of my comfort zone

for research right now. But to me it's all about staying current, it's all about being
relevant today" (Participant #2).

The MAL as a means of brineine iob securitv

Additionally, engaging in the MAL program has provided some participants

a

sense of securing their future in terms of keeping their job, and how it made them more

confident and valuable if they would have to move on to a different workplace. They
feel they are prepared and in a better position now that they are taking the degree and
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can rely on it as a safeguard. If they were to leave their job, they would still possess
valuable skills to handle different challenges. As one of the participants mentioned:

f'm not thinking in more money per se. (....)You want job security, and l'm
looking at it as purely from the job security piece, and this is making me more
valuable to my school and if they were restructuring and I will eventually Iose my
job, I would have gained this and l'd be able to take it to someplace else. I think
is making me more valuable. (Participant #6)

ln a similar fashion, another participant stated, "Extrinsically, yes, I expect a little

more of job security if I want to walk away of what l'm doing now. I can, t have that
confidence, but to me, it has a lot of intrinsic value. When you get up there, and you're
going to get that piece of paper, it's going to feel really good" (Participant #2).
As a final example, "But in the interview process, when people are looking for

folks that can lead, and pull people through Iittle holes, that's what we are learning how

to do. And build community, and so it was really useful, and securing a job for myself
beyond the notion that I have a Master's" (Participant #3).

Applicabilitv
The way in which participants mentioned how they applied what they have

learned in the MAL program (and its impact or effect that it had for them) was very
diverse. For instance, for one participant the program has made a big difference for her
already, as she has been able to get something from every class and go back and start
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applying it right away to what she was doing; so she can see a direct result in her
learning and how she has been using it. As she stated, "For every reading, every single

thing, !'m applying it. (...) And l'm really grateful for it" (Participant #6)
Another example of how a participant applied learnings from the program was
when someone mentioned that he used Nominal Group Technique that he learned in
Hesser's class, and how the people in the organization loved it. As he mentioned, "So

I

had to teach them how to think on the fly, 'cause they wanted a new product, but sales

wants it one way, opps wants it one way, marketing wants it another way, so I got them

to tell me what they wanted and that wasn't easy" (Participant #2). By using a tool he
came across during the program, the participant was both seeing a direct, practical

application on what he Iearned, and was contributing to improve his organization.

On-campus facilities

Although this was a minor topic, some participants mentioned facilities like

havingthe cafe and the library open during different hours on weekends, and one of the
participants found this "very welcoming" (Participant #8).
Having parking permits for students was considered a plus by one participant, as
she stated,

"l like that they treat us kind of special, and we get that,

but it's really important to me" (Participant #6). As

a

is a real rninor thing,

final example, another participant
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mentioned, "Flexibility, diversity of the people, the location is the best; it's all about
M

i

nneapolis" (Participant #3).

The communi

ion asoect: How do narticioants explain the MAL

Proeram to others o utside Aussbure?
This question proved that there still isn't a straightforward or precise way of

describing or explaining what the MAL program is about. One of the ways of talking

about the MAL program is to compare it to the MBA, sometimes even in a pejorative
wBY, Iike when one participant mentioned he was once asked, "How are you working on

your fake MBA?" (Participant #8). Another participant mentioned an overview of how it
is designed as, "a very open-ended degree,

with 2 or 3 requirements to what students

need to take, and then tailor it" to their interests (Participant #4). Or even as a way of

feeling a sense of belonging in a workplace where some coworkers had already
completed the MAL program, "with those guys, the men who had done it, I feel like

I

joined the club" (Participant #5).
Another participant took things a step further and said that the MAL program

is

about creativity, change, and inspiring other people to do what they do best. According

to h im:
think that I could lead that group of people to think differently, and to be more
creative, and put them in a position to do what they do best, and maybe get to
work with people from other departments... Because ljust know l'm not that
I
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person to be given this huge business task and be completed because I have an
MBA. I just know. lt's not me. (...) Put the best people around you, inspire them,
give them what they need to do what they do best, and change the way they
think. (Participant #8)

ln addition, there was agreement from some participants on the fact that they

found it hard to explain the MAL program in a simple and clear approach and for others

to understand it right away. For example, "(...) That answers the question in itself, for
some people. Some people keep looking me funny.'OK, MAL, what is that?'OK, lsay l'm
a [occupation] and some people understand..." (Participant #4). ln a similar direction,

another participant mentioned, "And for other people, I don't have to explain anything,

ljust

say,

they know what my job is, and I say l'm going for a Master's of Arts in

Leadership and they go 'Oh... oh.... OK, sounds good. You're going to be a leader; you
are a leader, now you are going to be a better leader.' So I hadn't had to go too far on

that..." (Participant #6). As a final comment, a participant added, "Some get it, some

don't" (Participant #2)
Furthermore, forone of the participants it worked for herto redefine or reframe

the name of the program and this made more sense when it came to explaining it. As
she mentioned, "My work is organizational development, staff training, partnership

development, so it all fits. So I say l'm getting my Master's in Organization Leadership
and Development, and if people don't get that, I say it's helping systems and people
work together more effectively" (Participant #3).
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Other aspect in which some participants agreed was in the almost unlimited
ways of talking about the MAL program. Apparently, it can have as many different
meanings and explanations as there are people. As the program was considered broad
and wide-ranging, it allowed a vast spectrum of possibilities when talking about it. One

participant mentioned this idea when he said, "There is no direct right answer, we don't
have the same right answer

another

pa rtici

pant stated

two people" (Participant #4). To expand on this idea,

:

(...) lt goes even heyond of the Augsburg concept of leadership. You learn so
much in the program that you get to really define it for you. (...) | don't think we
need to be too fearfulto be cut in the lingo, as we have the perceptions of what
it is or what it isn't. 'Cause when l'm working out there, and we're talking... Your
team is an organization, so wherever you go, you can pull it in and own it, but I
don't have the fear associate it to it so much. (Participant #3)

Consequently, participants were able to describe the MAL program when they

compared it to other programs and said what it is not; when they were able to relate

the program to their job; when they mentioned how it is designed and planned out, or
even by connecting its definition to one of the courses' content.

A shift of oersn ective about how

to

lead

One participant felt at first that some of the coursework in Visions of Leadership

wasn't presenting a convincing or practical approach of how leadership was developed,
but towards the end it all connected and made more sense for him. He mentioned how
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this whole process evolved and resonated with him, when he acknowledged a shift in
perspective. This change implied seeing that when leaders are going through

a

transformational phase and changes are positive, people are going to like them and
follow them. But when things turn negative, a lot of people are going to step on their
leader's back. As he mentioned in his own words, "And I think it just made me feel

comfortable that it is extremely lonely at the top and you have to stick it, just stick it
out. So towards the end the whole Visions became more realistic" (Participant #7).
Another participant mentioned how the MAL program generated a shift in the
way she addressed challenges, and how the program allowed her to broaden her
perspective, look at things differently, and reconsider that there was a body of
discussion that she wasn't having. She became aware and understood that it is not
always about solving specific problems, or the 'doneness' or 'moving-on-ness' of things,

but also about elevating the organization, feeling more comfortable with talking things
through, and being able to agree or disagree. As she stated, "Be able to bring other
people into that space, and they walk out of the conversation or discussion and say 'l
have ideas that I didn't have before' and it's all because we didn't go in there"
(Participant #3).
For another participant, the MAL program meant starting a change in his

workplace, having a proactive attitude or initiative, when he mentioned:
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(...) | think I'm tired of sitting there and waiting for somebody else to do
something, or why didn't they do this, or why have you been doing this for years
and years? 5o really shift the culture of an organization and how they think (...).
So rather than me thinking I know what's best, throw the book out there, and

let's talk about it, and speak around what that means to the organization.
(Participant #8)

The next quotation shows how the participant shifted the way she thought about

the MAL program and things started to make more sense for her:
But I think the MAL program has helped me how to overcome challenges
because the MAL program was a challenge, because I didn't connect with it. So
had to figure out the way to make it relevant for me, 'cause 'l'm here, l'm

I

already so far in, I gotta finish this thing,'so I had to find a wayto make it matter
to me and to make it relevant for my Iife. So in finding a way to do that, it helped
me kind of learn how to think way outside the box and to consider things in ways
that maybe weren't necessarily meant to be considered. (Participant #5)

Hence, what most participants expressed is how the MAL program has helped

them change their perspective of leadership, and how this new idea or concept could be
applied to improve organizations or the way participants lead.

Sugeestions broueht up bv participants

Although some suggestions were already mentioned before (especially under the
Community building and development and Promoting & Recruitment headings), others

that came up were:
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o

Plan and develop leadership retreats, workshops or seminars, by offering short

term leadership programs to organizations. This could be on a weekend or

a

week-long on-campus, in-depth program of leadership. Additionally, this could
become a great feeder to bring people back and attract them as full-time
students.
a

Assist companies with leadership training and development. Provide formal

training on leadership, for example, by helping a recently promoted manager to
gain leadership skills and capabilities in order to lead a department with no
prevrous expenence.
a

Take advantage of the already existing resources

to create and start new

programs: "There are a lot of fixed assets. When you look around, you look at

this campus and it's all fixed assets, you want to leverage that" (Participant #2).
Although the participant recognized that there are many companies who are in
this business of providing leadership development and therefore there's huge

competition, he recognized that "Augsburg has the pedigree to do it."
a

Adjust the name of the MAL program to a more focused application in the
Leadership field. One participant considered that as the marketability and the
selling of the program is so competitive right now, coming up with just
leadership is too open, making it hard to attract more students. So while the
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MAL will still have the same program content, it will make its applicability in

today's world a little bit tighter.
o

Redefine its boundaries and scope. ln relation to the previous bullet, the desire

for "having more of a label on what the MAL program is" surfaced. This started

a

conversation about the name of the program and its boundaries:

-

Like St. Kates...is it St. Kates that has the Organizational leadership or...?
Oh, that's kind of interesting. But that's limiting, too.

Well, that's it. The limits, Leadership and how you define it... (Participants #6,
#2 and #4)

Participants realized that there's an advantage and a disadvantage at the same

time in the broadness of the program's name: on one hand, having such a broad
name as leadership in a degree's name entails a myriad of definitions and

implications; but on the other, if the program had a more constricted title, it

would also be limiting and its scope would be restrained.
o

Organize MAL Alumni reunions. The importance of staying in contact and see

how others are doing after the program is completed. Some participants agreed
in the value of networking and pulling back people who have been in the

program. As one of them mentioned, "l would like to hear from her 10 years

from now, and what's she done. I would love to have you come back"
(Participant #8). Generally speaking, participants agreed that they would like to
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hear from each other and how they are doing in their jobs and teams. Also, to
see how someone who didn't make much sense of the program at first was

doing years later after graduating, or how someone who intended to change his

organization's culture was able to do it with his team's support,

The focus srou p wrap up
As a way of concluding the focus group, participants were invited

to do a "Listing

activity." First, they were asked to write down those things that they consider unique
about the MAL program. lt is important to acknowledge that in doing so, participants
may have been influenced by the conversation that took place before. The main aspects

that surfaced out of this activity were the importance of having a diverse body of
students, not only as far as their origins and backgrounds, but their professional
disciplines. The different voices and expressions that the MAL program gives to

leadership as a topic was also valued
Finally, participants were asked to write down those things about the MAL

program that they would like to see change. In this case, the main topics that came out
were the desire for more diverse faculty members in the MAL program, as well as the
need of a clearer pathway toward program completion. The need for better
connectedness or more cohesiveness between courses was also mentioned as

a
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relevant subject. As a minor remark, Cuba was regarded as a more attractive trip in
comparison to Nicaragua.

Recommendations and Conclusions
ln developing the current program evaluation, the central idea was to introduce

different voices that could shed light and be useful for consideration in future decisionmaking process of the MAL program.
The evaluation was carried out by conducting a focus group, in which strengths
and challenges were identified according to leadership students' opinions. After the

interviews and the focus group were completed, and the main topics that surfaced were
clustered into themes and analyzed. The outcomes and learnings that arose from this
analysis of focus group participants' responses, led to specific suggestions for the MAL

program that are summarized below.

It is important to mention that this program evaluation conducted affirms many
of the results from the Program Review process completed in 2012. Given what was
Iearned from reading the Program Review, the current program evaluation as a whole,

but especially in conducting
MAL staff could consider:

a focus group,

there are several recommendations that the
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o

Schedule the Comprehensive Exam Seminar course (Plan Cl at least twice a

year, cautiously bearing in mind in what specific moment it would be offered.
This theme arose as a primary concern during the focus group, especially when

some participants mentioned their difficulty when it came to writing their thesis
(Plan A) and their independent studies (Plan B). Therefore, the Plan C appeared

to be an appealing alternative to complete the MAL, but the fact that it is being
offered only once a year was seen as a huge disadvantage or setback. A way of
planning for the right timing could be considering how many students are close

to graduation, or have already taken 8 or 9 courses, which would mean they
might be interested in taking the Plan
o

C

option in the near future.

Make sure that the right courses are offered at the right time. More attention

to course timing and sequence, especially in the case with the Plan C option,

is

needed to avoid the overlapping or simultaneity of other elective or required
courses. By this means, students who finish all their coursework would be able to

enroll immediately afterwards in the Comprehensive Exam Seminar course (if it
is being offered in that moment).
a

Bring a simpler and clearer path toward program completion. To address this
issue the recently offered "completion class, " lntegrating the Theory and

Practice of Responsible Leadership, could be very helpful. Although the

completion class was offered as a unique, one-time course, if it was incorporated
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to the regular course offerings, it would bring several benefits to students and
the program. First, the course would provide an opportunity to integrate
different concepts from the entire MAL program. By doing so, the connectivity
issue (the need of more connection from one course

to another which arose

in

the focus group) would be addressed. Second, it could provide a class structure
and support from faculty members. Third, if students enroll and successfully

complete this class, it will increase the program's graduation rates.
a

Provide more coaching, especially for students who are close to completing the
program. The desire for coaching was mentioned throughout the focus group
Participants stated that writing major papers all by themselves became a huge

burden, and some participants kept putting them off, and became 'backlogged'
by the program. Bringing people together who need to finish
be a way of helping them

their papers would

to make progress and accelerate the process toward

graduation. This is not only true for the thesis (Plan A) or independent studies
(Plan B), but also with the major paper from the Colloquium class (Contemporary

Theories of Leadership). When this course was over, students mentioned that

they lost momentum and had difficulty finishing the paper. Hence, in scheduling
regular meetings or check-in sessions once every 2 weeks, for example, students
could share comments and questions among themselves and with the faculty

who taught the course. ln doing so, students will find themselves within a system
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or structure that would help them to keep on track with their paper, while
supporting and helping each other.
a

Make advising more readily available. The need of more advising is tied to the
previous recommendation. Students could benefit from formal advising sessions
not only with the director of the program, but also with faculty members who
had been teaching in the MAL program for more than 2 years. This could be

helpful especially for students who are close to graduation, to guide them
through their path toward completion, and suggest the best options according to

the students' interest and timeframe. Student advising could take place a few
weeks before course registration begins, facilitating strategic planning on

students' progress toward program completion.
o

Establish better connection between the Research Methods class and the

major papers required for program completion (Plan A and
Research Methods class needs

B

options). The

to provide course content that is more connected

and adjusted to what it is expected from a student as far as writing a thesis or an

independent study. A more intentional connection would enable students to
progress more efficiently to completion of the program. ln order to provide

a

smoother transition from the class to the writing process, the Research Methods
class needs

to better fill the perceived gap. This arose from the participants'

belief that the class does not adequately prepare students to write their thesis.

s9

Enhance the diversity of the faculty. When it comes

to hiring new faculty, the

MAL program should consider more than their teaching credentials and work
experience. Other important characteristics to consider are professors' origins,
backgrounds, and ethnicity given that more diversity can enrich class discussion
and bring alternative viewpoints. By doing so, students could learn about a wider

variety and experiences.
I

Reach out to the community and establish partnerships

with different

organizations. In doing so, the College's mission of community engagement

would be honored. !n addition to helping organizations to discover and solve
challenges, students could benefit from reaching out to the community by

starting a research project. ln that way, they could bring to organizations the
knowledge attained in the MAL program, while having a practica! application of
what they have learned. This could to be an opportunity to start a leadership
consulting project as part of a course requirement, and at the same time,
working hands-on in the community.
I

Enhance promotion of and recruitment for the program. There are a number of
actions that could be implemented, including the following:
The MAL program could start a group of Alums who would like to

volunteer and make connections with their own organizations or reach
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out to different ones in the Metro Area in order to expand recruiting
opportunities.
o

ln addition to recruiting prospective students for the MAL program,

another option to extend the MAL usage of the campus fixed assets could
be: develop seminars or workshops as short-term leadership programs
customized to the organizations' needs. This could be a weekend or

a

week-long commitment on-campus, with an in-depth program of
leadership to address organizations' challenges. For example, assisting
companies with leadership training for developing skills and capabilities

for new managers and middle-rank supervisors.
II

Enhance the career appeal of the MAL program by focusing on the

programs' applicability, fields of influence, and impact in the community.
Place greater emphasis on the resources that the MAL proBram brings

to

students: adding or creating value by developing the students' toolkit to
be well-prepared in facing challenges, providing a knowledge-based

program, having faculty members with respected credentials and
expertise, affirming on the job security piece, and having convenient oncampus facilities.

^

Start a feeder program with Augsburg's undergrad students who are in

their senior year. Plan for and schedule information sessions for this
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specific target group on-campus from February through April, before they

graduate. In doing so, address different majors, especially from the social
sciences. ln addition, contact students who have graduated from

Augsburg in the past 3 years to invite them to join an info session to
consider the MAL program.
o

Select and refine the most important characteristics that distinguish the
MAL program in order to create an "elevator speech" (a succinct and
clear message that would be able to briefly communicate the most

important aspects of the program.)
..)

Tighten the description and explanation of the MAL program, focusing

mainly on its applicability, so that prospective students can perceive the
program's benefits right away. This would provide greater clarity of what

the program is and preventing it from being too broad.
a

Conduct periodic'check-ins'with current MAt students. lt would be helpful to

perform annual reviews, such as surveys, interviews or focus groups, with
current students. Currently, the only way to get students' feedback is through
course evaluations at the end of each trimester, which sometimes are left

uncompleted. By regular reviews, students would be encouraged to speak their
thoughts on the program, providing another opportunity to express themselves.
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All the different types of evaluations are intended to identify challenges in their
early stages.
a

Set a standard process for

further program assessments. This would imply a

long term commitment to conductlng periodic, at least once every 8 or 10 years,

program reviews. By doing so, the MAL program's strengths and challenges

would be assessed, new trends in the field could be identified,

as

well as,

recognizing and addressing overlooked or unnoticed issues in the program
a

Conduct exit interviews for drawing on the experiences of recent MAL graduates
during their journey in the program, and trying to engage them to bring forward

their perspectives and insights. This would also encourage recent graduates to
share how the MAL program has helped them to advance on their career and
professional lives, and how it has influenced the way they lead. ln addition, they

would also be invited to participate in different Alumni activities and workshops

Final Words

ln order to follow a continuous improvement approach, the recommendations

just described are intended to bring forward enhancements to the MAL program. These
suggestions might enable the MAL staffto better understand the students' needs and
challenges while navigating through the program, as well as acknowledging program

strengths upon which to build.
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One of the central lessons from doing the evaluation activity was the importance

of selecting the right questions, given that these were the ones that were guiding the

whole evaluation process. lf the precise set of questions hadn't been accurately chosen
and polished, then it would have been hard to get to the core of the issues, and the

study would have taken a different path without addressing what it intended to. Hence,
we can identify as a fundamental phase of the entire process the writing, editing and
refining of a logical questioning strategy for the focus group. Without doubt, in order for
a rich and

fruitful conversation to emerge, "powerful questions" in the questioning

strategy needed to be thought of and developed in the first place
The importance in gathering firsthand insights from students was to better

understand their needs and challenges, but also to be willing to address them and
become a learning organization. Consequently, there's a need of strategic planning in

undertaking ongoing evaluations that might be useful for future decision-making
process.
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Appendix: Questioning Strategy
Openins: (5-10 min):
1. Just for this L't question, I will go around the table and I want each one of you to
tell me What's the first thing that comes to your mind when you listen to the
phrase:
"You are already a leader. You want a degree that builds on your skills"? (You can use
words, images or feelings in your response).

lntroductorv: (15 - 20 min)
Now everybody can jump and answer at any time, with no particular order:
2. How has the MAL Program helped you in shaping the way you lead?

3.

What desired outcomes are you most interested in achieving as a result of
completing the MAL Program?

Follow-up: What experiences in the MAL Program cantributed most to your development
as o leader? How did they contribute?

Transition: (15 - 20 min)
4. ln what ways the MAL Program has equipped you to overcome challenges that
you encounter?
5. What (if anything) has gotten in the way towards your program completion?

Kev questions: (25

-

30 min)

6. How has the MAL Program contributed to making a difference in your life?
7. ln what ways has the MAL Program helped you in achieving a sense of
meaningful work?
8. How do you explain the MAL Program to others outside Augsburg (that is to
family, friends, coworkers and employers)?
9. What do you think is distinctive about the MAL Program?
10. ln what areas do you see the MAL Program as having particular strengths?
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Endine questions: (L0 - 15 min)
11. What specific suggestions would you make to the MAL Program?

Follow-up: a) Out of all ideos for improvement, which one is the most important to you?
b) Now, I wont you to think back when you were taking your first class. What
were your initial impressions on the MAL Program? lf so, how did those impressions
changed?
12. Have we missed anything or is there anything else that we should have talked
about but we didn't? Any final thoughts?

Activities:

.

"lmaginationquestion"

Close your eyes for a moment. lmagine that you have been cryogenically frozen and you
wake up L0 years in the future. You are completely okay and you awake to an ideal

world. What is the MAL Program like in this ideal world?

.

"Listing things"
Now I will give you a few minutes to create your individual list. (This listing process helps
identify duplicate items and gives a sense of how frequently items are mentioned, and
give some time for reflection before participants answer.)
On the flash card in

front of you please, jot down thase things that you consider

unique about the MAL Program.
On the back, list those things in the progrom that you would like to see different.

